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Aafa Crtln
Syrian Chief to

Regain Power

Yasser Arafat, the w1ly Palestin-
ian leader, has more lives than a cat..

‘Last year, he was'lucky to escape

from Lebanon one jump ahead of a

Syrian supported assault force that

was gunmng for him. ,
Now he is maneuvering to regain

-the leadership of the Palestine Lib-

eration Organization, with the sup-
port of none other than the Syrians.

Arafat not only is trying to ingra-
tiate himself with his mortal enemy,

Syrian President Hafez Assad, but .

he may get away with it.

He has the backing of Syria’s -

bankroller, Saudi Arabia, and arms
suppher, the Soviet Union.
Arafat was defeated and discred-

"ited when he escaped from Syrian

clutches in Lebanon. He spent the
next several months wandering in
the political wilderness, seeking ref-

_uge in one Arab country after anoth-

er. : ,
During the Israeli bombardment
of Beirut two years ago, I spent a
couple of hours with Arafat in his
bunker. Face to face, he was impres-
sive, even magnetic. But there was a
tenseness about him, a wariness of

eye, & sense of bemg ‘beleaguered.
The Israelis backed him into a cor-
ner, and he negotiated his way out.
The Syrians backed him into a cor-

“ner, and again he got out.

Assad tried to replace him with
Abu Musah as PLO chieftain. Intel-
ligence sources tell me Assad stil

detests Arafat personally and. dig-
trusts him politically.

~ Yet a reoonclhatlon is possxble,
even probable, .

For despite hls repeated huxml
iations, Arafat still retains the loy-
alty of the Palestinian masses. The
same cannot be said for Musah. So
in the cause of Palestinian unity,
Arafat has sought to make up with
Assad.

Arafat has enlisted the interces-
sion of the Soviet Union, Saudi Ara-
bia and Egypt. So far, Assad has
withstood the pressure. But a recon-
ciliation, ‘based on the hard realitiés

_ of Arab politics if not mutual trust,

might be worked out.
For his part, Arafat is réporbed

ready to kowtow to Assad in return

for a gesture of Synan support, such
as & public reception in Damascus as
an acknowledged Palestinian leader.

. Intelligence analysts emphasize that
any deal would have to be on Syrian |

terms, Assad would insist on retain-
ing ultimate control over Arafat, or
at least veto power over his military

~and dlplomat:c moves.

As  one mtelhgence analxst

summed it up succinctly for my as-

_sociate Lucette Lagnado, Arafat-

would have to become Assad’s “pup-

py dog.” But Arafat is capable oft

doing whatever is necessary to assuré

his survival, and -Assad appreciates.

_leaders. S

the clout Arafat still’has with the
Palestinian ggople and internation al
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